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In the process of my PhD viva (Pike, 2002a) it was suggested by the 
examiners that a PhD is not only about researching a specific topic, but also a 
process of learning and evaluation of the research process itself.  As a 
previous General Manager of a regional tourism organisation (RTO), I was 
asked about my reactions to this statement, and what, in effect, had I learnt.  
Since my answer touched upon issues relating to the purpose of an RTO, my 
examiners suggested that my reflections might prove a useful appendix to the 
thesis, particularly to the issue of normative versus positive concepts of 
sustainable management.  Thus, was this particular candidate hoisted by his 
own petard! 
 
In January 1996, after 17 years in the tourism industry, I became an 
apprentice academic. It would be fair to state that my thinking has matured 
since, particularly during the course of the thesis. In my role as founding 
General Manager of Tourism Rotorua, a leading New Zealand RTO, I was 
clearly employed as a ‘booster’, a term used to describe “…a simplistic 
attitude that tourism development is inherently good and of automatic benefit 
to the hosts” (Hall, 1998, 248). Getz (1987, in Hall 1998) argued ‘boosterism’ 
is practised by two groups; politicians seeking economic development and 
those benefiting financially from tourism. In ‘boosterism’ little planning 
consideration is given to the wider issues of potential negative economic, 
social and environment impacts. In 1988, the decision by the Rotorua District 
Council to establish and finance an RTO was based on the recognition that 
tourism is labour intensive. Since Rotorua’s unemployment level was the 
second highest in New Zealand, the rates-based investment in tourism was 
considered to offer more employment creation prospects than the other two 
major local industries, farming and forestry. While this initiative appeased the 
local tourism lobby, the wider rates-generating population, which includes the 
farmers and foresters, have not always been supportive. Their lack of support 
was on the basis that one industry, tourism, was receiving preferential 
treatment through local government subsidies’, while their own was not.  
Indeed, as noted by Hall (1998, p. 248), those who challenge such 
development may be regarded by the boosters as “unpatriotic or excessively 
negative”. In my defence, however, I would argue that Rotorua’s tourism 
industry and therefore the local economy was in crisis. The short-term need 
was enhanced promotion to generate increased visitors, spending and 
therefore jobs for our local youth. A just cause? This perspective needs to be 
located in the context of the market-led, user-pays rhetoric of ‘Rogernomics’, 
then the accepted ‘New Zealand economic doctrine of that time.   It is 
interesting to observe how, today, in response to the Local Government Bill, 
Rotorua District Council is now embracing tourism within economic and 
community planning, and justifies its buy out of the private sector partner in 
the Rotorua Airport on the same grounds of investing in a public asset.  
 
I would also argue that while terms such as ‘sustainable planning’ and ‘market 
orientation’ are now used more often in New Zealand tourism industry 
communications, the focus is still generally a promotion orientation. If this 
seems contrary to the previous statement, it is worth noting that, at least in 
New Zealand, environmental initiatives such as Green Globe 21, are being 
sold to industry on the basis of an ability to increase profit by cutting costs and 
attracting more business. To what extent ‘more business’ is eventually 
sustainable is a question noted by its absence. This is understandable. After 
all, who ultimately are most RTOs accountable to - tourism businesses or 
local residents and conservationists? I might also argue that sustainable 
tourism needs a financially viable tourism industry and community.  In many 
parts of the world, blighted areas of land remain a silent testament to 
economically unsustainable activities – with all the associated human loss and 
community movement that has created.  One has only to take the examples 
of, in the UK, the Swansea Valley, or of Bradford, with their past crumbling 
remains of the industrial revolution and the challenges they were to present 
almost seventy years later as the economies of these towns sought to change 
to meet the needs of the new millennium. Consequently, there may be a 
balance between economic development and environmental protection; and 
the two may not be inimical. Afterall, as noted by Sharpley and Sharpley 
(1997) there can be no sustainable tourism without the consumer. Therefore 
the normative aspects of ‘sustainable tourism’ need a positive, that is a 
research-based approach based on some concepts of observable truths, if the 
ethics of conservation are to be translated into practical and measurable 
actions. Again, tensions within the New Zealand industry can be observed. 
For example, at Lincoln University, the original request for funding and 
support for the work completed by Dr Becken on pollution emissions from 
tourism, that was to become the core of the response made by the New 
Zealand Tourism Industry Association, was initially rejected by them as being 
of no strategic importance.  It was the intervention by the Minister of Tourism 
that helped gain funding for the project (Ryan, 2002, personal 
communication). 
 
On a more personal note, certainly since the period of my tenure at Tourism 
Rotorua (1989 -1996), my thinking has evolved and matured. I now have a 
more holistic view of tourism, and am concerned with issues other than 
‘getting more bums on seats’.  While I remain a marketer, I am more in line 
with the societal marketing philosophy, which, while espousing a market 
orientation, also requires satisfaction to be delivered in a way that does not 
impair the well-being of consumers or society (Kotler, Bowen and Makens, 
1999). Hence my view in the thesis that the mission for any DMO should 
clearly be to stimulate sustainable tourism development. My view of the 
potential of the role of positioning in this mission is unchanged (see Pike, 
2002b) – the process is mutually beneficial for both the demand and supply 
sides of the tourism market.  
 
My own PhD experience directly relates to the great divide between academia 
and industry. While the wealth of academic literature provides a rich resource 
for practical marketing planning, the reality is that RTOs have a busy 
operational focus. How many practitioners have time to keep up to date with 
the literature? Tourism Rotorua, and the other 24 New Zealand RTOs, faced a 
number of challenges during the period of the thesis, including:  
 
• Rebuilding the Japan, North American and European markets following 
the September 2001 terrorist strikes. 
• Rebuilding the markets of 1997 post-crash North Asia. 
• Developing the emerging potential giants of China and India. 
• Investing in the potentially lucrative, but politically troubled, markets of 
South America and South Africa. 
• Competing in the limited domestic market. 
• Competing for events, exhibitions and conferences. 
• Developing the fledgling inbound incentive market. 
• Developing internet and electronic marketing capabilities. 
 
However, these are merely the promotional challenges in a much broader 
portfolio of responsibilities. For busy practitioners, the expanse and variety of 
the tourism literature can be overwhelming. The range of topics and depth of 
intellectual discourse can be too great to comprehend. The difficulty lies in the 
complex, multidisciplinary and fragmented nature of the tourism system. 
Equally, however, promotional planning devoid of any illumination provided by 
research may be mistaken and potentially threaten the desired economic 
ends. It has been suggested more research needs to provide practical 
recommendations for tourism practitioners (Baker, Hozier and Rogers 1994, 
Nickerson and Moisey 1999, Selby and Morgan 1996, Taylor, Rogers and 
Stanton 1994). In New Zealand, Coventry (1998) cited a Destination 
Queenstown spokesperson who was particularly critical of Kearsley, Coughlan 
and Ritchie’s (1998) destination image report, unfairly in my view:  
 
Why don’t academics produce meaningful research which adds 
value to debate…they just produce this academic, trite stuff 
which simply occupies shelves and gives academics something 
to do.  
 
From an academic’s perspective this type of comment may be surprising 
given the richness of tourism marketing information in the extant literature. For 
example, Ritchie (1996, pp. 51-52) argued that tourism research “from its very 
beginning, has been driven by individuals having a strong marketing 
orientation”. Nevertheless, this was a perception held by a tourism leader, and 
unfortunately ‘perception is reality’. In this regard, Riley and Palmer (1975) 
lamented their study recommendations had not been adopted by industry. 
They suggested market research must therefore be marketed to industry. In 
discussing the gap between researchers and practitioners Taylor, Rogers and 
Stanton (1994) suggested the key to research not ending up collecting dust 
on a shelf, as was much of what was produced by Canada’s tourism 
researchers, lay in improving interpretation and presentation. Similarly, 
Australia has yet to develop close ties between tourism industry and 
academia (Hall, 1998).   
 
As a new academic I have been impressed with the wealth of valuable 
information that exists in the literature, and I wish someone had shared it with 
me during my time in industry. The problem as I see it from a practitioner’s 
perspective, in general, is that they are far too busy organising tomorrow’s 
cash flow to have the luxury of immersing in a literature that is spread out 
across so many journals, in the form of relatively long papers, using words 
that may appear quite foreign. Practitioners have suggested to me, that if this 
literature really does contain the good oil, then it should be summarised into 
one-page reports, and bullet pointed with lots of white space. But what is the 
incentive for academics to undertake this? I understand that to gain 
recognition from my new academic peers I must keep getting published in the 
literature. We must publish or perish, and yet even though my work has 
practical implications, I am left wondering how many practitioners will actually 
read them (see for example Pike 2002c, Pike 2002d). 
 
While academics may need to better market their work to industry, is it a one 
sided problem? Certainly, the New Zealand tourism industry could be more 
proactive. The value of research was recognised with the formation of the new 
Tourism Research Council. Why then was only one academic appointed? 
Why, when the New Zealand Tourism Strategy was released, was the word 
‘academics’ not included in the list of stakeholders? When will a tourism 
academic be appointed to the board of Tourism New Zealand? My own 
dealings with Professors Chris Ryan of The University of Waikato and Michael 
Hall of The University of Otago have convinced me that industry is the poorer 
for not better utilising their knowledge and interest in practical, read ‘real 
world’ research. 
 
As I have stated in the thesis, I have attempted to bridge the gap by engaging 
five RTOs in the research. Does industry lead academia or does academia 
inform industry? Clearly, the relationship should be symbiotic – both camps 
have much to gain, but the overlap of engagement may be minimal. More 
debate on the issue is required, perhaps at industry conferences. For 
example, I believe the New Zealand tourism industry could learn from the 
format of academic conferences. The annual tourism industry conference, 
organised by the Tourism Industry Association of New Zealand, has become 
an event where a succession of ‘talking heads’ are presented to delegates, 
with little if any opportunity to engage in any debate about issues raised. 
Certainly, the conference has networking value. However, recent criticism by 
delegates, in Nigel Coventry’s Inside Tourism, suggests that a change in 
format is required if the conference is to become more effective as a change 
agent, and reverse the decline in delegates from small tourism businesses.  
 
However, if this seems a message without hope, there is a positive side.  One 
can observe in the industry a growing professionalism, and, albeit perhaps a 
little slowly, a growing understanding of the role that research has to play.  
One sign of growth is that as even small businesses grow, there emerges a 
need to recruit people from outside of the entrepreneur’s family or immediate 
circle of friends.  Simultaneously there are more graduates from tourism 
degrees and other courses, and so there is reciprocity of need.  As those 
graduates develop their careers within the industry, past training begins to 
inform the desire for data, information and research as necessities for 
decision taking.  My PhD supervisor once said to me that being a tourism 
academic was a little like being dripping water – over time, although slowly, 
the agendas of the industry begin to take on the concerns of past academic 
research – the stone of the industry does begin to bear the grooves and 
marks of the dripping research!  In New Zealand, the new initiatives of the 
Ministry of Tourism in making the outcomes of past research more easily 
available to industry through web sites is further evidence that, perhaps, not 
all is yet lost.  There may yet still be boosterism – but it may be a community-
industry-visitor-environment complex that will be ‘boostered’ instead of simple 
indices like numbers of visitors. Consequently the research processes 
required will be complex, and a better understanding of research design, 
implementation and interpretation will continue to be needed. The academic 
thus still has a role, and communications through teaching, academic 
publication, playing a role with industry (as many academics do through 
membership of local tourism organisations) and acting as information 
resources may have further the process of professionalism that has been 
noted. 
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